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Apologists for the USSR have long-trumpeted Soviet Russia’s altruistic and principled position 


defending Ethiopia’s sovereign rights against Italy’s colonial predations during the Italo-Ethiopian War 
of 1935 and 1936.(1) The truth is more complex as state interests, communist ideology, and earlier 
Italo-Russian confrontation in Northeast Africa whipsawed Soviet policy. Japan’s intrusion, real and 
perceived, into African affairs made Moscow’s choices all-the-more critical. 


Before the turn of the century, both the Russian Empire and the Italian Kingdom had struggled to 
increase their influence in Northeast Africa, a crucial area astride Europe’s vital route to India and 
East Asia. Often acting with France, the tsars guided their activities in the region primarily with an eye 
toward Russia’s larger struggle against the British Empire. On the other hand, Italy supported Britain’s 
interests in Northeast Africa to gain London’s support for its own ambition to make Libya a colony. 
Thus ltaly’s penetration of the area was primarily at London’s sufferance, the British using Rome for 
their own, generally anti-French, purposes. Given Anglo-French competition and Franco-Russian 
cooperation in Africa, Russia and Italy frequently butted heads.(2) 


Their most dramatic clash occurred in 1896, when the Ethiopians beat the Italians at Adwa, the first 
defeat of a major European army on African soil.(3) French and Russian arms aided Ethiopia’s 
victory. (4) 


Competition with John Bull had stimulated tsarist conflict with Italy in Northeast Africa, and after the 
Russo-Japanese War of 1904 and 1905, improved relations with London removed Russia’s major 
rationale for any further African adventures. With the 1907 Anglo-Russian Agreement, Great Britain 


and Russia redressed the balance of power upset by Japan’s decisive victory in the Pacific during that 
war.(5) 


In 1922, after the First World War, Benito Mussolini and his Fascists came to power in Italy. Beyond 
the rankling memories of Adwa and the Duce’s personal and political needs for imperial prestige, a 
myriad of other motivations went into creating and sustaining Italy's aggressive policy in Northeast 
Africa. Economics played a role, including Italy's need for raw materials and a place to dump its 
surplus population. Another purpose also loomed large. 


Frequently forgotten today, but often cited in the 1930s, was Italy’s supposed need to blunt Japan’s 
commercial and military advances into Northeast Africa, advances abetted by a sense of racial 
solidarity between the two “colored” (yellow and black) peoples.(6) Further, throughout the summer 
and into the fall of 1935, and contrary to what might be expected from its history and anti-colonial 
rhetoric,(7) Soviet Russia used the threat of Japanese expansion to justify fascism’s military 
preparations as legitimately defending Italy and Africa.(8) The Moscow Daily News, for example, in 
early 1935 editorialized that Italy had merely desired peaceful economic penetration of Ethiopia, but, 
“The reversion of Italian policy . . . to the old methods of direct seizure is bound up to a considerable 
degree with the intensification of Japanese economic and political influence in Abyssinia.”(9) 


Clearly, after 1933 the USSR was casting about for allies and was willing to use any bait, no matter 
how scurrilous or ideologically embarrassing, to hook them. Other than Great Britain, Italy was the 
sole power, a much weaker one to be sure, which could be brought directly to serve against the 
USSR’s two enemies, Germany and Japan; and Britain, unlike Italy, could not be counted on for long 
to risk the diplomatic quicksands of East and Southeast Europe. Although the Kremlin could not 
suppose that Italy’s navy could threaten the Japanese in the Pacific, if Rome and London could be 
brought to cooperate, Italy could patrol the Mediterranean, and Britain, freed from that chore, could 
more effectively oppose Japan in the Indian and Pacific oceans. 


This diplomatic need explains the hackles raised among Comintern officials when a Japanese trade 
delegation visited Ethiopia in 1932 and signed a commercial treaty.(10) An American communist and 
editor of the Negro Worker, George Padmore, drew wide implications: 


[T]he eyes of the white world... are once more focused on this black empire, [because of] an 
alliance which might have tremendous and far-reaching importance, not only for Ethiopia, but for all 
Black Africa. 

That is why European powers with African colonies are all anxiously watching the new developments 
between Japan, the most aggressive imperialist state in the world today, and her new African ally.(11) 


Padmore saw, on the surface, a natural racial unity between the two peoples, both “independent” and 
“jealous of their national freedom.”(12) Based on this psychology, Japan’s press had touted the new 
alliance and claimed that it was “in the interest of both of these colored nations to establish the closest 
ties against white imperialism.” Padmore warned, however, 


It is to be hoped that the Ethiopians have no illusions about the Japanese imperialists, who in their 
internal and external policies are quite as ruthless as the white imperialist nations. The Japanese 
ruling class, like all other capitalists, are no respecters of race, color or creed, although it might suit 
their present needs to pose as the “defenders” and “champions” of the darker races. Their record, 
however, has been too dramatically written in the blood of millions of Koreans and Chinese for us to 
have any doubts about their true character. (13) 


Padmore had described the sort of penetration into its African sphere of influence that upset 
Rome.(14) Giving added force to Rome’s distress, rumors arose that the Ethiopian emperor’s nephew 
planned to marry a Japanese woman, perhaps even a princess.(15) 


How accurate were these fears? Some “logical thinking” Ethiopians, as one self-styled patriot put it, 
did want the Japanese to reduce Europe’s influence in their country by introducing capital and 
workers.(16) For its part, Japan did have some limited economic ambitions. For example, in 
September 1933 Tokyo asked Ethiopia to authorize the firm of Nikkei-Sha to dispatch an investigation 
party to search out 500,000 hectares of waste land for reclamation.(17) 


Although the Japanese consistently denied that their penetration of Ethiopia was cause for alarm, and 
despite their protests over Italy’s antagonistic stance,(18) Rome was unmoved.(19) For example, 
Alessandro Lessona, Under-Secretary of Colonies, commented on the worsening political situation in 
East Asia and charged, 


The birth rate, energy and spirit of sacrifice of the Japanese, the imperious necessity for always 
seeking new markets--all these combine to make Japan a very great danger for Europe. .. . 

The more one restrains the Japanese expansion in the East, the more she will try to expand in other 
sectors and in other continents, as is proved already by Japan’s activity in Ethiopia.(20) 


Lessona ominously added, “To draw the Dark Continent into . . . [Japan’s] orbit would . . . [deprive] 
Europe of the possibility of using Africa for the defense of her civilization.”(21) 


Meanwhile, 1933 was an important year for Moscow’s relations with Rome and for its newly declared 
policy of collective security designed to contain both Adolf Hitler and the Japanese. In May, Italy and 
the USSR signed an economic accord, and in September they signed a Treaty of Neutrality, 
Friendship, and Nonaggression. A series of military exchanges and favorable press comment 
punctuated their good relations.(22) On October 27, Ambassador Vladimir Potemkin told Deputy 
Foreign Minister Fulvio Suvich that Germany was trying to conclude an agreement with Japan at 
Soviet expense. Distrusting Britain in East Asia, the Soviets wished to forge a pact among 
themselves, the French, Italians, and Americans to defend China against Japan.(23) 


Foreign Commissar Maxim Litvinov consummated rapprochement in December with a visit to Rome 
while on his way home from his triumphant trip to the United States. There he had signed accords of 
mutual recognition designed, Moscow hoped, to keep an aggressive Japan in check.(24) In his talks 
with Litvinov, Mussolini acknowledged that Japan threatened Italy’s interests by competing in the 
Mediterranean basin and in Ethiopia, where Tokyo had received economic, territorial, and immigration 
concessions. He promised to oppose Japanese aggression; East Asia, however, was not a vital 
interest for him.(25) Some Italians argued that Litvinov’s trip to Rome signified a vast European 
solidarity facing Japan.(26) 


The descriptions in Soviet newspapers of Italy’s antagonism toward Japan suggested Italy’s union of 
interests with the USSR.(27) Although acrimonious articles also sparked tensions,(28) mutual 
recriminations in truth lay on the periphery of Italo-Soviet relations. For example, in mid-May 1935, 
when Mussolini complained about the hostility expressed in the Soviet press regarding Italo-Ethiopian 
incidents, Ambassador Boris Shtein denied any official antagonism: “It is something which does not 
regard Russia,” he said.(29) 


In 1934 and 1935, then, Moscow had every reason to suppose that Italy was prepared to work in 
harness with the USSR not only against Japan in East Asia and Northeast Africa, but also against 
Germany in the Austrian and Danubian region.(30) 


For Moscow, collective security in Europe was to ensnare Germany by stitching together a net that 
would include France and Italy and their respective allies in Eastern Europe--Czechoslovakia, 
Romania, and Yugoslavia on the one hand and Austria and Hungary on the other. Toward this end, 
for example, in mid-1934 Ambassador Shtein assured Rome that the USSR wanted to see Paris and 
Rome solve their problems as part of the Soviet rapprochement with France and the Little 
Entente.(31) If Moscow could bring Italy and France together, then the countries of the Little Entente 
would have to cooperate with Austria and Hungary. This grouping would stop Germany in its 
aggressive tracks by preventing Anschluss against Austria. France and Italy worked toward these 
goals in the Rome Accords of January 1935, and they were joined by Britain in the Stresa 
Agreements of April. Together with the Italo-Soviet agreement of 1933, Soviet entry into the League 
of Nations in 1934, and the Franco-Soviet and Czecho-Soviet pacts of May 1935, the Rome and 
Stresa agreements formed more bricks in the wall being raised against German expansion. And the 
Kremlin appreciated these pacts for that very reason. In exchange for his participation in collective 
security, however, Mussolini demanded and received concessions in Africa.(32) 


The Soviets understood the strategic necessities driving France to buy off Italy “with Ethiopian coin,” 
as one scholar has put it.(33) Italy was, after all, the one power which felt not only its own sense of 
necessity but also could act quickly and significantly against any German move on Austria. Beyond 
pandering to a Paris increasingly bound to Italy after Stresa, the Soviets had their own anti-German 
stake in Southeast Europe which, they admitted, was more important than were any revolutionary 
interests in Northeast Africa. 


Ambassador Bernardo Attolico’s reports from Moscow sympathetically explained the contradictions 
the Rome Accords had imposed on the Kremlin’s policy. Despite Moscow’s claims that only it could 
be impartial in conflicts between the white race and others, in February 1935 he noted that for some 
time the Kremlin had maintained reserve toward the brewing lItalo-Ethiopian conflict. According to their 
verbiage, ideology, and intense interest in the conflict, Attolico continued, the Soviets should have 
been enjoying the struggle of a colonial people against a great power. But they were not.(34) 


In truth, Moscow’s inaction toward the Italo-Ethiopian imbroglio had become terribly obvious. Litvinov, 
as president of the Eighty-Sixth Session of the League’s Council and Assembly sessions, on May 21 
carefully avoided any statement condemning aggression committed by League members. He made it 
clear that the USSR preferred to retain Italy in the front against Germany rather than to protect the 
rights of small nations.(35) 


Litvinov’s silence outraged officials of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
Peoples (NAACP). Walter White on May 22 cabled him demanding: “Why has soviet Russia through 
you as foreign minister and president league council remained silent Italian Ethiopian situation? Has 
Russia abandoned its alleged opposition imperialism and its much publicized defense weaker 
peoples? Does your anti-imperialism stop at black nations? Await your reply.”(36) 


That same day, he asked Charles H. Houston of Howard University’s School of Law to picket the 
Soviet embassy in Washington. The NAACP then sent messages to Earl Browder, secretary general 
of the American Communist Party, and on May 23 to the New York branch of TASS. White urged 
Browder to demand that Litvinov “break his silence.” To do otherwise would reveal all communist 
protestations against imperialism as pure hypocrisy. The NAACP told TASS that the “Negro people of 
America, being keenly interested in the imperialistic aggression of Italy upon the independent African 
kingdom of Ethiopia, naturally expected that the Soviet Union spokesman in the League of Nations 
would speak out against this aggression.”(37) 


Roy Wilkins, the NAACP’s assistant secretary and editor of The Crisis, explained to TASS that 
Litvinov’s reserve at Geneva destroyed any black faith in the USSR. Walter White put it more bluntly 
to William N. Jones, editor of the Baltimore Afro-American at its Philadelphia office. On July 8, he 
wrote Jones, who was planning to meet directly with Joseph Stalin on the Ethiopian question, that the 
Kremlin had sold out Ethiopia. “As a preliminary observation it appears to me that Russia is showing 
increasingly a tendency to dump the Negro overboard whenever Russia’s interest in the Negro 
conflicts with Russia’s interests.”(38) 


Blacks had much to be mad at. The communists had expelled George Padmore, the head of the 
International Trade Committee of Negro Workers, from the Comintern, and they had ousted him as 
editor of The Black Worker, because he had protested communist failure to aid African workers. They 
had abandoned their anti-colonial work in Africa, and they had soft-pedaled the Scottsboro case 
outside the United States after Moscow had gained American recognition. Above all, Litvinov 
remained silent at Geneva. The Christian Century explained that “communist theory has not been 
able to prevail in the face of the immediate political interests of the communists’ state.”(39) Although 
the Moscow Daily News sympathetically described the anti-Italian attitudes of America’s blacks, the 
paper did not inform its readers of their disappointment in the USSR.(40) 


In May 1935, Padmore analyzed the increasingly serious diplomatic situation. In tones different from 
several years before, he now thought that the Italo-Ethiopian conflict merely reflected world politics 
and new groupings among European powers preparing for a new world war. Germany, he wrote, was 
trying to break its diplomatic isolation forged by France, Britain, Soviet Russia, and the Little 
Entente.(41) 


Padmore charged that the League Council preferred that Mussolini wage war in Africa rather than 
disturb the European status quo. Noting the Italo-German conflict over Austria, he charged that the 
League was bribing Mussolini with African territory to stand in Europe. Given a “free hand to grab as 
much of Ethiopia” as he could, the Pact of Rome was “the most glaring example of the united front of 
white Europe against black Africa.”(42) Dating Mussolini’s aggressive attitude toward Ethiopia to the 
failure of France and the USSR to get Polish support for the Eastern Locarno Pact, the Duce had 
correctly calculated that France would have to come to terms with him. Because of the Franco-Soviet 
Pact and fearing to offend Pierre Laval or antagonize Mussolini, “Litvinov dares not raise his voice in 
protest .. . . The League is no more than a farce.”(43) 


Padmore then turned to the Japanese connection. “[T]he Ethiopians and the Japanese are the only 
two colored nations which have ever defeated white powers at arms.”(44) Charging that Italy was 
defending not only its rights, but also the prestige of the white race, he quoted Affairi Esteri: 


It is time that the white nations of Europe should abandon their long suffering toleration towards the 
only African state which is still autonomous, and proceed to settle all questions connected with the 
Abyssinian problem. Abyssinia is a gander to the white race. The young Abyssinians are inspired with 
the idea of ‘Africa for the Africans,’ and are already combining with Japanese immigrants in the 
country to combat the white man’s influences in Africa.(45) 


Padmore blamed much of Ethiopia’s difficulties on its friendly relations with Japan. The Emperor 
realized that his country was surrounded by colonies owned by Britain, France, and Italy and these 
powers wished to see Ethiopia backward or even reduced to colonial status. The emperor, who had 
been trying to modernize his realm, was unable to get capital from white nations, because they did not 
want to see destroyed the myth that blacks could not govern themselves. To carry out his reforms, the 
Emperor gave certain preferential privileges to Japanese who not only needed markets for their 
textiles and other commodities, but lands where they could cultivate raw cotton--the Japanese too 
were seeking independence from the white powers, Britain and America, from which Japan was 


buying most of its cotton lint. Britain and France, too occupied by their own problems to antagonize 
the Japanese, had “assigned” Mussolini the task of intervening in Ethiopia and breaking its ties with 
Japan.(46) 


The core of Padmore’s charge, that Moscow would willingly sacrifice Ethiopia if this served Soviet 
interests, was accurate, at least according to information from Italy’s representative in Moscow. In late 
June, Ambassador Shtein reassured him that the USSR did not intend to interfere in Italy’s plans for 
East Africa; Moscow only wanted that war be avoided.(47) 


Giving force to Italy's new role as a defender of the status quo against Germany, Mussolini promised 
a “million bayonets.”(48) By the end of June, Rome and Paris had signed a pact of general military 
cooperation over Austria, and these good relations permitted the French army to plan for withdrawing 
seventeen divisions from southeast France and North Africa to reposition them above the Maginot 
Line.(49) All this drew favorable comment from Moscow, and the Kremlin had good reason in the first 
half of 1935 to hope that collective security could continue to work as in the summer of 1934, when 
Italy had moved its troops to the Brenner Pass and forced Germany to back down over Ausiria.(50) 


Behind the closed doors of the League Council, Litvinov pressed hard for a peaceful settlement in 
Italy's favor of the brewing conflict. For example, when told that London was insisting on a Council 
meeting for July 29 to discuss the dispute, the commissar instructed Shtein to warn Palazzo Chigi and 
to suggest that Italy formally request a delay, which he would officially support. The Italians thanked 
Shtein for the friendly gesture.(51) In midsummer, the Japanese ambassador in Rome, Yotaro 
Sugimura, reported to Tokyo that Litvinov at first had intended to use the League of Nations to 
restrain Italy as well as Japan and Germany, but now he was hesitating to discuss the Italo-Ethiopian 
conflict in the League Council. The reason: the deterioration in Italo-Japanese relations. (52) 


Another strong indication of the Kremlin’s desire not to let increasing tensions over Ethiopia interfere 
with good relations with Rome was the series of economic negotiations begun in 1934 and concluded 
in June 1935 after hard bargaining, mutual recrimination, and expired deadlines.(53) And as Italy 
aggressively mobilized for war in the fall, some forty Greek freighters hauled Soviet wheat, oats, 
barley, coal, timber, coal tar, and petroleum for Mussolini’s war machine building up in Mas’uwa and 
Mogadishu.(54) In consequence, a grateful Italy only informally protested the activities of the Seventh 
Comintern Congress of August, which itself clearly played down the onrushing war. Only Palmiro 
Togliatti raised the Ethiopian issue at any length, and even he carefully gave his less than ringing call 
to battle solely in the name of the Italian Communist Party and not the Comintern.(55) 


During the summer of 1935, increasing tensions between Japan and Italy over Tokyo’s support for 
Ethiopia further justified the Soviet Union’s tilt toward Italy. For example, General Kazushige Ugaki, 
Governor General of Korea, spoke about the possibility of Japanese aid to Ethiopia in case of an 
Italo-Ethiopian war.(56) Tokyo unctuously blamed false rumors of excessive Japanese interference in 
Ethiopia on Soviet sources.(57) 


According to Japan’s representatives in Rome, in early July many Italian papers were arguing that, 
although Japanese interests in Ethiopia included imperialism and protection of economic interests, 
Japan was now interested in the conflict primarily as one between white and colored peoples. Japan, 
the papers continued, was the only country which could lead the colored peoples. The basis of an 
inhumane and tragic racial war was ripening, one which, Italy’s papers warned, European countries 
had to prevent.(58) 


The depth of the dispute between Italy and Japan occurred in mid-July 1935 with the “Sugimura 
Affair,” which began when Foreign Minister Kouki Hirota undermined Ambassador Sugimura’s private 


and public efforts to mollify Italy's attitudes toward Japan over the Ethiopian and other questions. 
Italy’s inflamed press continued to charge that Japan was trying to start a race war and was using 
Africa as a bridge over which the yellow race would attack Europe. A wonderful example of the 
tempermentality of public diplomacy, the ultimate significance of the Sugimura Affair was that, in 
smoothing over this contretemps, Rome and Tokyo built the foundation for their later alliance.(59) 


For the moment, however, Italo-Japanese tensions continued well into August and September. For 
example, Japan’s acting minister to the League of Nations insisted that an Italo-Ethiopian war would 
mean a conflict between the white and black races, although, he added, war could be prevented.(60) 
With great hopes for assistance and to grand public fanfare, an Ethiopian representative visited 
Japan. Many Japanese nationalists asserted that a racial unity bonded Japan with Ethiopia. Although 
these were mostly private citizens who embarrassed the government, their blandishments lent 
credence to Italy’s racial alarm.(61) 


So did Japan’s newspapers. The Kokumin of July 25, 1935 editorialized that Italy, guided by racial 
prejudices toward Ethiopia, had even criticized Japan from that warped racial viewpoint. The paper 
added that even if they settled the immediate issue, the racial problem would remain and Italy was 
responsible. The Nichi Nichi added that Italy’s attempt to wrap the Ethiopian issue in racial cloth 
would fail.(62) The Houchi on August 7 wrote that Italy intended to make Ethiopia its protectorate--the 
imperialism and sense of racial superiority common among whites had led Italy to take such an 
ambitious policy. The paper concluded that Japanese had to make the white race see its injustice and 
errors. That same day, the Osaka Asahi wrote that the Italo-Ethiopian dispute had aroused the 
colored peoples against Italy and whites. If racial reconciliation proved difficult, Mussolini, Italian 
papers, and their use of the “yellow peril” would have to bear the consequences.(63) 


Increasing the stakes involved from the Kremlin’s vantage, Austria’s Nazis strongly supported 
Ethiopia. They believed that the moment Italy began hostilities, Germany would reopen its campaign 
against the government in Vienna.(64) In response, on August 24, Mussolini took personal charge of 
military maneuvers along Italy’s Alpine frontier to reemphasize that he was prepared to do his duty in 
preserving Europe’s peace. Paris continued to conclude that some latitude in Africa was a small price 
to pay for keeping Italy on the Brenner, ready to move against the Nazis in Austria.(65) 


So did the Kremlin. For example, Ambassador Shtein again begged that Rome would take into 
account “the most difficult position of Litvinov, who wants to do all possible to help Italy.”(66) The 
greatest problem was ltaly’s declaration to take Ethiopia at any cost. If Italy could have carried off its 
aggression without calling it “aggression,” Moscow would have been content, and a cooperative rather 
than a defiant Mussolini could have won from the League all concessions of practical importance he 
wanted. Shtein made clear the Kremlin’s belief that the League’s position depended on a self-serving 
Britain determined to make problems for Italy.(67) 


Britain did fear Italy’s pressure on its own imperial holdings, and London dismissed Italy’s ability to 
counter the Hitlerite threat in any case. The Stresa Front, with its implicit Soviet connection, thus 
collapsed within a few months, partly because Britain concluded the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 
in June behind the backs of its Stresa partners and ultimately because London insisted on League- 
imposed economic sanctions to punish Italy for invading Ethiopia.(68) 


Was Italy or Britain in the end more useful to Moscow in opposing Germany and Japan? The Soviets 
had to ask the question, especially after the breakdown on August 14 of the Anglo-Franco-ltalian talks 
on Ethiopia.(69) The answer was obvious, and London sucked not only Paris, but Moscow as well, 
into the vortex of anti-Italian League action. 


Moscow’s attitude toward Italy hardened while its attitude toward Britain softened at the beginning of 
September. Whereas Soviet newspapers into August had stressed the “interested motives” of British 
opposition to war in East Africa, the Journal de Moscou also emphasized the need to assert League 
principles even toward a conflict “on a secondary front in world politics,” because “warmongers in 
Europe” were counting on “the certainty that no collective action whatever” could foil their plans.(70) A 
couple of weeks later, Pravda added: “Whatever may be the reasons behind the British action it is 
clear that England is following the line of reinforcement of the interests of peace and of strengthening 
the authority of the League of Nations.”(71) 


Playing for higher stakes than it wished, Moscow had its hand called at Geneva: the Soviets 
condemned Italian aggression--with reservations. In a speech to the League Council’s September 5 
meeting, Litvinov clearly enunciated Soviet concerns: Moscow valued ltaly’s friendship and wished to 
keep it if possible; the Italo-Ethiopian dispute in itself did not threaten or even concern the USSR 
except that it portended future threats to peace. Italy was a vital component in collective security; 
nonetheless, it was that very system which was now at stake.(72) 


Displeased, the Italians called Litvinov’s speech “a grave blow” to mutual friendship.(73) Yet some 
recognized the ambivalence in the Kremlin’s position. Pietro Arone, the newly-arrived ambassador to 
Moscow,(74) on September 9 spoke with the deputy foreign commissar, who played down the 
League’s ability to do anything effective and emphasized that suspicions of Britain united Russia and 
Italy.(75) In his September 12 telegram to the foreign commissariat, Litvinov reiterated the core of his 
speech: “the resolute application of sanctions by the League against Italy will be a stern warning to 
Germany as well.”(76) 


On September 14, Litvinov again spoke to the League with “all the restraint” the situation 
demanded.(77) He complained: 


If we had before us from Italy, instead of a declaration on liberty of action, a formal and well-founded 
complaint against acts of aggression committed by a neighboring Ethiopia. . . | venture to assure the 
representative of Italy that not only would he have obtained from the League full justice, but also 
convinced himself of the amount of the sympathy to which the noble Italian nation is entitled.(78) 


In other words, if Italy had but presented its case differently, then both the League and Moscow would 
have accepted Rome’s claims. 


Litvinov stressed not only an abstract Soviet admiration for the League as an instrument to stalemate 
aggressive states, but also the Kremlin’s efforts to make it a workable and effective device. But, 
again, most impressive about his statement was its mildness, its desire to put off the day when the 
Soviets would have to condemn directly, and on its own terms, Italian aggression in Ethiopia. The 
Ethiopian conflict merely threatened the League’s ability to deal with aggression elsewhere, and for 
that reason alone was it worth the energies of the League’s representatives. Arone understood and 
reported on September 19 that the USSR wanted to maintain the status quo in Europe and that the 
Kremlin feared Italy might support Germany against the USSR. Thus, he explained, Moscow’s 
moderate tone on the Ethiopian situation--even at this late date.(79) 


ltaly attacked Ethiopia on October 2. Once the League Council applied sanctions against Italy, the 
Soviet Union joined the other powers.(80) The Council of People’s Commissars on October 17 
banned the export of war material to Italy.(81) Interestingly, even as the League of Nations with Soviet 
support worked to thwart Italy’s ambitions in Ethiopia, Moscow applied to Ansaldo of Genoa to 
purchase 75/17 mm cannon. Mussolini’s government granted permission for the transaction.(82) 


A mere half-a-year later, in April 1936, the League Council met under the dark shadow of Ethiopia’s 
impending collapse. On the 24th, it was reported that the Soviets were disposed to drop sanctions 
against Italy, if given absolute assurance that effective measures would be applied against any future 
aggressor.(83) 


In May 1936 the Soviets offered to remove their sanctions, if Italy would join a tripartite accord with 
themselves and Paris.(84) During July rumors abounded that Mussolini had seriously studied the idea 
but had rejected it in the end.(85) Meanwhile, the League abandoned sanctions.(86) The onset of the 
Spanish Civil War in July 1936 dashed efforts at reconciliation.(87) Soviet appeasement had failed. 


Certainly, the Kremlin’s policy gyrations won few friends among the world’s blacks. For example, the 
American journal, The Black Man, in the early summer of 1936 commented, 


Primarily, there is no difference between capitalistic white men and communistic white men in the 
determination of racial interest. It is true that the communistic whites pretend a kind of sympathy for 
and fellowship with the Negro, but that is only a means to an end. ... The Negro will always suffer 
from the prejudice of the dominant whites, whether they are capitalistic or communistic. (. . .) Russia 
treats the few Negroes there to-day with consideration only because there is no danger from black 
domination. (88) 

Castigating the League and communism, James S. Mcintyre wrote in the next issue of The Black 
Man: 

Geneva has now drawn the curtain heavily and ruthlessly on the black country of Abyssinia, and white 
civilization with all its past astuteness and cunning diplomacy, has now shamelessly demonstrated in 
the open that its only concern for the coloured peoples of the world is their exploitation and 
domination. (. . .) Communism, as a matter of political convenience, makes a gesture, and embraces 
the Negro in its doctrine of equality for all peoples, but the attitude of Soviet Russia at Geneva, of 
simply falling in line with the dictates of Imperialism and M. Litvinoff’s apologetic speech at the 
outcome of events, afford the Negro another outstanding lesson in white tomfoolery. .. . 


He added that there was hope: “Let him [the Negro] pick a page from the book of Japan with its united 
and phenomenally progressive people--an answer to an impudent and degenerate western 
civilization. . . .”(89) 


An ill-founded hope. Seeing an Italy determined to attack and a Britain determined to stand firm, 
Tokyo insisted that it wished to continue commercial relations with Ethiopia even after an Italian 
victory. The Japanese resisted imposing League sanctions and worked hard to reassure Rome that 
their interests in Ethiopia were strictly commercial. In return, the Italians promised to protect those 
interests. Without second thoughts, in 1936 Japan recognized Italy’s empire created by the conquest 
of Ethiopia.(90) The rapprochement, begun after the Sugimura affair, quickly culminated in the Anti- 
Comintern Pact which by 1937 had united Italy and Japan with Germany and helped pave the way to 
World War Il. 


During that war, the famous Italian philosopher and fascist supporter, Giovanni Gentile, called for 
racial solidarity among Italians, Germans, and Japanese “to save Europe from the double threat of 
stateless communists and false democrats, Hebrew or not.”(91) His plea graphically reveals the 
cynical banality of the racial politics played during the Italo-Ethiopian War and so flippantly reversed 
with the Anti-Comintern Pact. 
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